The highest rank that was ever open to women in the Italian fascist party was that of ispettrice nazionale (National Inspectress). From 1937 onwards, the ispettrici provided a group leadership for the party's rapidly expanding women's section. They were not, of course, the only women to play a political role in the fascist ventennio.
II
The role of the ispettrici was both administrative and political. As their job title suggests, they carried out inspections of provincial FF federations but they also regularly toured around Italy delivering rousing speeches to the female party faithful or the public. This often meant travelling far from home. In June 1938, for example, Laura Marani Argnani (from Reggio Emilia), was sent to Lecce and Wanda Gorjux contemporanea, 214, 1999, pp.21-42 . On the Ethiopian War see Perry Willson, 'Empire, gender and the "home front" in Fascist Italy ', Women's History Review, 16:4 (2007) , pp.487-500.
(from Bari) to Vicenza, lengthy trips for both of them. 7 Such journeys were doubtless aimed at imposing a real national discipline on the party, rather than simply allowing each ispettrice to speak in nearby provinces. The ispettrici also played a role in the ceremonial aspects of the regime. In 1939, for example, four ispettrici took part in the national leva fascista ('flying up' ceremony) for the youth organisations.
8 All carried out provincial inspections and gave speeches, and most also wrote regularly for the party press, but otherwise their role varied, each assigned a different area of FF work. A few worked in central party headquarters -issuing orders to local federations, liaising with other national organisations, and so on. Most, however, remained at home, often combining their new role with continued service as provincial fiduciaries (FF leaders in each province).
Being an ispettrice brought these women a visible, public role and a good deal of responsibility. It also brought financial rewards. By 1940, an ispettrice's salary was L.3,000 per month, a considerable sum for a woman at the time (although their income was only topped up to this amount if they also held other paid, public employment of any kind).
9
Their actual power was, however, constrained by the fact 7 Foglio di disposizioni (hereafter FD) 1084 8 June 1938, Atti del Pnf, a.XVI, 1937-8, Rome. The Atti del Pnf are collections of party circulars and sheets of 'orders' and 'dispositions' (ordered chronologically) relating to each 'fascist year' (starting on 28 October). The numbering starts afresh with each new party secretary. 8 FD 1431 , 11 Oct 1939 , Atti, a.XVII, 1938 See typed note from Giovanni Montefusco, dated 9 Oct 1940, in Archivio Centrale dello Stato, PNF, Direttorio Nazionale, Servizi Vari, Serie II (hereafter ACS, DN, SV, SII), b.10, fasc. 'Clara Franceschini'. Ispettrici who were also fiduciaries similarly just had their provincial pay topped up to the higher ispettrice rate.
of the ispettrici was ever admitted to the PNF National Directorate. According to Victoria De Grazia, in 1938 , ispettrice Clara Franceschini's name was put forward for a seat on the Directorate but nothing came of it.
13
De Grazia has argued that women were given no real say in the party, not even consulted on major decisions about their own organisation, such as the founding of the two sections for peasant and working class women.
14 Although it is doubtful whether the archival sources are really there to confirm this statement, it does seem to be broadly correct.
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The situation was not, however, static since the advent of war made the activities of the women's organisations more important, as part of the 'home front'. A clear indication of this was the foundation, in January 1941, seven months after Italy joined World War Two, of a new central FF management committee (Consulta Centrale dei Fasci Femminili). Admittedly, the Consulta was chaired by the (male) PNF Secretary and three other male hierarchs had seats on it but the rest of its membership, which included all the ispettrici, was female.
16
13 De Grazia, How fascism ruled women, p.265.
14 Ibid., p.268. 15 Less convincing is her assertion that: 'The men in charge, first and foremost Starace, dictated the little details as well: from the fabric to be used for uniforms to the stitches designing the banner and flame on the SOLD's neckerchiefs.' (Ibid, p.268) Starace was indeed very interested in the details of uniforms (for both sexes) but the SOLD neckerchiefs had neither flames nor banners. Instead they featured the fascio littorio and, repeatedly, the word DUCE. (For a description of the neckerchief see, Alba Pochino, 'Il fazzoletto distintivo', Lavoro e Famiglia, 1:2, April 1938.)
The paperwork from this committee does not seem to have survived in the archives but its remit suggests that women's opinions were valued in a consultative framework at least. This was doubtless because most of the ispettrici were women who brought to the table a wealth of knowledge about how the FF actually worked at grass-roots level. It was pretty safe, moreover, to delegate at least some decisionmaking to this particular group, as a closer examination of those appointed demonstrates.
III
A total of twenty-six women were nominated to the position of ispettrice nazionale, although, for reasons that will be explained below, nine of them never actually took office. The first two appointments (on 13 January 1937) were Clara
Franceschini and the nursing and welfare expert Itta (Giuditta) Stelluti Scala Frascara, l'anno 1937 l'anno -1938 l'anno , Rome, 1939 Cross.
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After this, the only newcomer for some time was Lina Eramo Gozzi, long- give a large building and its grounds (valued at L.100,000) to the party youth organisations for use as a holiday centre.
34
Both of these women were countesses. Indeed, about half the ispettrici, including Pironti, Cavalli D'Olivola and Bertaina della Chiesa di Cervignasco, were aristocrats. Some had married into, rather than being born into, the aristocracy:
intermarriage between aristocrats and wealthy members of the middle class was increasingly common in this period of declining revenue and status for the nobility. daughter, managed to stride up the social scale by marrying, in 1938, the landowner and 'fascist of the first hour' Count Nestore Carosi Martinozzi.
36
There were, of course, many noblemen among the regime's hierarchs (mainly rallying to the regime once it was firmly in power, rather than as 'fascists of the first hour') 37 but the sheer numbers of female hierarchs from the aristocracy does set them apart from their male counterparts. One reason was doubtless the far greater numbers of paid jobs the party offered men, enabling men of more varied origins to make a career out of fascist politics. Many of the women, conversely, had only been able to qualify for national rank by having the sort of financial security that enabled them to gain the necessary experience through years of unpaid service to the party.
A striking number of the provincial fiduciaries who did not become ispettrici were similarly aristocrats.
38
This dominance by the aristocracy and the upper middle class in FF leadership positions had, moreover, been a feature from fascism's earliest days.
39
Welfare, a core activity of the FF sections, was a traditional domain of the female aristocracy and the chance to play a leading role in this was certainly at least 36 A curriculum vitae for Nestore Carosi Martinozzi is preserved in ACS, SPD-CO 509.504/3. The majority of the ispettrici were married or widowed. This is perhaps unsurprising given that it was easier for married than single women to have a public role in this period. There were some unmarried women, like Franceschini and Pironti, but this was unusual. At least five were widows: Ferrari del Latte's husband Guido had been a 'sansepolcrista' (one of the founders of the fascist movement) and Oddone Mazza's husband Filippo a high-ranking Militia officer. Menzinger and Eramo
Gozzi were both war widows. Marani Argnani's husband (a railway official) had died more prosaically of gout. Widowhood could be a convenient status for this kind of activity since, as married women, widows could be active in the public sphere without compromising their respectability, yet were unconstrained by a spouse. It also could mean financial independence or, in some cases, the need to earn. The regime, moreover, venerated war widows: they appeared in numerous ceremonies as symbols of the fascist cult of war.
Quite a number of the ispettrici were mothers. In keeping with the regime's veneration of motherhood, it was not unusual to depict female hierarchs as remembered that, for most of her childhood (in a castle near Turin), she saw her parents for only ten minutes in the mornings and half an hour each evening. For the rest of the time she and her brother were cared for by nannies and private tutors. Of her mother she said: 'Mama, unlike Papa, was very sweet and she let me do whatever I wanted, but I didn't see her much'.
42
Only from the age of fifteen was she allowed to eat breakfast with them and she began to dine with them at eighteen.
Such arrangements considerably freed up her mother's time.
Many of the ispettrici came from families with a history of patriotic activism. She argues that 'from the second half of the 1930s, hundreds of secretaries from remote, peripheral fasci got access to the unprecedented social status which came from holding a paid, public office.'
53
The many widows among them, she argues,
were 'driven, less by faith in an idea, than by the far more prosaic opportunity of supplementing a tiny survivor's pension with a salary and the expenses that section leaders had access to'.
54
She may be correct that some enjoyed the prestige of the position but local secretaries were, in fact, unpaid. Many were primary teachers, for whom fascist activism became, to a degree, a normal part of their job, a 'voluntary activity' they were unable to avoid. Only in a minority of cases were the long years of service to the fascist cause, which were generally necessary for promotion to national rank, years of paid service. Revolution. This work seems to have been unpaid and she relied on her earnings from her teaching post (from which she was officially seconded on full pay, just as she had been in Milan for part of the time she ran the girls' organisations).
Financially, the secondment was damaging as it forced her to take a step down to the pay grade of a simple class teacher. Correspondence in her file in the PNF archive shows how she tried to use her political connections to get a promotion in her teaching grade (blocked because she was not actually doing the job) or otherwise to 59 The following information on her is taken from a curriculum vitae (dated 1937) and various letters in ACS, SPD-CO 548.001.
obtain funding (asking her political connections, for example, to buy paintings by her father) and this led, eventually to her appointment to the well-paid rank of ispettrice nazionale. In her case, a long history of working for the party had not, in practice, been financially advantageous, until she was rewarded by promotion to ispettrice.
These four examples were all women for whom the appointment as ispettrice was the culmination of some sort of career path in the party, women who could perhaps be described as what Dittrich-Johansen has termed 'professional fascists'.
60
As ispettrici, they all worked at central party headquarters. the rise of fascism, was progressively subordinated to the politics of the regime until, in 1941, it was absorbed into the PNF.
The route to national rank was somewhat different for some of the group appointed in June 1943 for by then there was a whole cohort of women who had been working as paid fiduciaries at provincial level. Once on the payroll, provincial fiduciaries became if anything even more subordinate to the party hierarchy.
Previously, fiduciaries had emerged from their local environment where they could rely on their own networks and connections. Now, however, as salaried party employees, they could be transferred to another province far from home at the convenience of their superiors and this undoubtedly weakened their position.
VI
The limitations of the sources available (particularly the fact that of the 26 ispettrici, only one -Gatteschi Fondelli -left a memoir), 66 render it difficult to get to grips with the inner beliefs of these women. It would, of course, be foolish to argue that there was only one reason -such as political conviction, power, or money -why women were interested in becoming fascist hierarchs: this was a varied group and the meaning of acceding to this elevated rank was similarly varied for different ispettrici. The case for economic motivations, however, does seem to have been overstated in the historiography. For many, becoming an ispettrice was less about 66 'Il memoriale di Piera Gatteschi Fondelli', in Luciano Garibaldi, Le soldatesse di Mussolini, Milan, 1995, pp.31-89 . In this memoir, she asserts (inaccurately) that she became an ispettrice nazionale in 1940 (p.38).
money than about the prestige and sense of self-importance the role gave them, the chance to make a mark and, of course, the hope of treading the corridors of power.
Some of the ispettrici, like Amalia Oddone Mazza Ferrario and Clara
Franceschini, were 'fascists of the first hour'. Their commitment to the politics of fascism is hard to doubt (although that politics had, of course, itself changed considerably by the 1930s). Indeed, some ispettrici were exemplars of fascist zeal and loyalty to Mussolini. Laura Marani Argnani was so patriotic that her teacher training college students joked that she wore tricolour underwear.
67
She was certainly someone who saw fascism essentially as a faith, something to follow totally and unquestioningly. Similarly, for the war widow Teresita Menzinger (her husband, the much decorated Guido Menzinger, had fallen at Costesin in May 1916), 68 fascism quite simply made sense. As her grandson (similarly named Guido) commented: 'As a war widow, she felt that only the Right appreciated and recognised those in her particular situation'. He also recalled that: 'She always used to talk about the respectful attitude early fascists had to relatives of the war dead they met on the street. All her life she saw herself as a widow, she always wore a veil and dressed in black'.
69
During her presidency of ANFCDG, she completed its subordination to the regime, even to the extent of purging it of its 'non-aryan' members.
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67 Marco Mietto, Maria Grazia Ruggerini, '"Faber est suae quisque fortunae". Gli studenti del Liceo Classico e dell'Istituto Magistrale a Reggio Emilia, negli anni Trenta', Contributi, 11, (1987) The situation, however, was slightly less straightforward for some of the other ispettrici. Far from all were fascists of the first hour. Lina Eramo Gozzi and Itta
Stelluti Scala who both joined the PNF in 1927, when the regime was firmly in power,
were by no means unusual.
It is possible that some of them, particularly the noblewomen, may have been, at heart, more patriots than dyed-in-the wool fascists. Gina Federzoni, for example, seems to have been more a conservative elitist than a true fascist.
According to her daughter Elena, she had reservations about what she saw as the upstart plebeians in power: her daughter claimed that: 'We only went once to Villa Torlonia, to visit the Mussolini children: Mamma said they were too badly behaved'. 
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As these examples suggest, the ispettrici were not the most ideologically interesting of prominent fascist women. They mainly tended to rehash fascist propaganda without much personal rethinking. In their writings it is, for example, difficult to discern any challenge, however muted, to fascist gender ideas. The only exception was, to an extent, Wanda Gorjux, undoubtedly one of the more intelligent women among them, who did veer onto almost feminist positions at times, expressing the opinion, for example, that some women needed to work and that working could be beneficial for women.
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But this was not a group likely to attempt to reinvent fascism in some sort of way for potential trouble-makers were generally not chosen for this job. example, was run by the moderate feminist Sofia Bisi Albini. Wanda Gorjux seems to have been the only one of them who had written on the 'woman question'. In their writings as ispettrici they were generally prepared to dutifully trot out the official line of women as ideal mothers and wives, however much their own lives contradicted this. In 1935, for example, Marani Argnani, in many ways herself a born leader, argued in a speech that: 'fascist women will always cook men's dinners and darn their socks: nor will they aspire to leadership roles nor look for personal
The rights of women were, in any case, firmly off the agenda by the late 1930s and these women's prominent public role was made palatable by presenting it less as politics than the more acceptable 'welfare'. Of course feminists too had emphasised welfare but they had seen it as a path to 'emancipation'. There was no space for such ideas in the PNF by 1937. The disappearance of a feminist agenda from the fascist women's press (which had existed in the early years) had not happened overnight but, by this time, was more or less complete. Welfare was now entirely presented as selfless dedication to a higher cause -the nation.
VII
After the fall of Mussolini in July 1943, the fate of the ispettrici was mixed. In August Clara Franceschini lost her job at ONMI -the maternal welfare organisation - Femminili were led by a group, not an individual, was, of course, itself a problem.
They might have been able to assert themselves more effectively with a single leader, the equivalent of someone like Armida Barelli in the Catholic women's organisations.
The creation of the new office of ispettrice constituted official recognition of the growing importance of the FF, but this recognition came at a price. In the 1920s, party women had had some autonomy and even in the 1930s, at provincial level, fiduciaries were local women with considerable scope for creating a local fiefdom, albeit under the watchful, often belittling, gaze of male provincial hierarchs. After 1940 they were increasingly subordinate to the centre, cogs in an ever expanding wheel, who could be transferred at short notice to a post elsewhere.
At this point, during the war, some sort of 'career ladder' for women did emerge, 83 but Helga Dittrich-Johansen's description of female fascist hierarchs as 'Pnf professionals' fits only a minority of the women examined here. It does apply, in certain respects, to some of the middle class ispettrici, for whom this work was a form of paid employment, necessary for their economic survival and for whom promotion to national rank was an important professional accolade. them had no need to earn a living. For the latter group, the position meant primarily prestige, a certain amount of influence, and a chance to further their own agendas in areas like welfare policy. Many doubtless saw the extra stripe on their uniform badges as official recognition for their personal achievements during long years of often thankless service as provincial fiduciaries. It would be quite erroneous, however, to see the first group as women primarily motivated by the need to get a job and the second as the 'real fascists': all five ispettrici who stayed loyal to
Mussolini after 1943 came from this 'professional' group. Motivations for political engagement are, of course, always too complex to reduce to single explanations and doubtless a range of factors should be taken into account, but paid employment was not really the issue for most of them, for the PNF offered slim pickings for women in this respect. Whatever their motives for taking on this role, however, the ispettrici as a group were women who, in public at least, dutifully followed official positions, and were selected primarily for their loyalty and organisational skills rather than for any sort of originality of thinking.
The fascist regime did, despite its misogynist ideology, open up new spaces for women and the very existence of the ispettrici nazionali is a good symbol of this.
However, the constraints on these women was hardly a good precedent on which post-war women politicians could build. Instead, it was one more likely to act as a brake on women's future political authority. Despite their high rank, they were not allowed to interfere in any matters that did not concern women (or children)
whereas male fascists were allowed to think for both sexes. This problematic precedent was just one of the many hurdles faced by post-war democratically elected women and it might help explain why the newly elected female parliamentarians of the post-war republic found it so difficult to make their mark in areas not deemed 'women's issues'.
84
The first attempt by a woman to intervene in a parliamentary debate on foreign policy, for example, was greeted with hostility and contempt by the journalists present. 
